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Introduction 

One oft-repeated claim whrch has reached the status of conventional wrsdom IS that the 

stunnrng performance of U S. nuhtary forces rn the Gulf War vinhcated the concept of the All- 

Volunteer Force (AVF) Pun&ts rn Waslnngton along with many mrhtary observers saw the 

victory as much the result of talented and professional nuhtary personnel as rt was of the lugh-tech 

equrpment they operated. The results seemed to speak for themselves--years of Investment m 

trainmg, recnuting, compensation packages, and quahty of hfe initiatrves had produced what 

President Clmton later descrrbed as “the best-trained, best equipped, best prepared mihtary force 

in the world” (7:23). The “hollow force” of the 1970s was a &stant memory, one that 

pohcymakers and commanders vowed never to repeat. Even before the Gulf War, some had 

already claimed victory for the AVF. In 1983, Secretary of Defense Casper Wernberger declared 

the AVF a success and assured that Amerrca never need return to a draft, announcmg “the 

experiment is over” and the term “All-Volunteer Force” could now “go without saymg” (1548). 

But is the expenment truly over, or is the jury still out? Will tomorrow’s force require an even 

hrgher quahty recnut than the AVF can provide? Wrll mcreased OPTEMPO and PERSTEMPO 

coupled with growing perceptions of eroded benefits drive out experienced NCOs and officers? 

What demographrc and social factors may hrnder the rrnhtary’s abrlrty to recruit high quahty 

personnel? Are we beginning to see warnmg signs in shppmg retenuon and recrtuting indicators’ 

‘flus paper wrll attempt to address these issues and assess the contmued viabrhty of what some 

have described as the “greatest socral experiment ever conducted in Amenca.” The essay will 

conclude with the author’s policy recommendations for ensunng a future quahty force 
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Quality Personnel Required in the Future 

Mrlitary readmess depends rn large part on our contrnuing abrhty to attract top-quahty men 
and women to our armed forces--and retam them after they have gamed superior techrucal 
and leadershp slulls. 

--President Brll Chnton, 1996 

President Clmton’s statement reflects a reahzatron that the foundatron of our mihtary rests 

on the continued quahty of new recruits as well as the growth and development of those 

personnel who elect to stay beyond one term. Why are the Armed Forces so msrstent on 

recrumng high school graduates and those from the highest mental categonesv The answer IS 

simple. Emprrical evidence shows that these recruitmg m&cators correlate very hrghly with later 

performance and retentron. For example, one study found that Patrrot rmssrle fiie control 

operators who were top scorers on recruiting entrance exams performed at twrce the skrll level of 

counterparts who scored at the bottom (11.1). Furthermore, high school graduates generally 

have greater retention and expenence only a fraction of the discrplinary problems as peers who 

dropped out of high school (5). Numerous studies have confirmed that the U.S. rmlitary cannot 

afford to lower its entrance standards without paying a srgruficant pnce in lowered performance 

and retentron 

Notwithstandmg today’s strict requrrements for a quality force, the Chairman of the Joint 

Chiefs of Staff has rarsed the bar in setting the standard for tomorrow’s force UI Joint Vision 

2010 This document envrsions a mihtary force capable of achieving “full spectrum dominance” 

on tomorrow’s battlefield through “precision engagement, dominant maneuver, full drmension 

protecuon, and focused logrstrcs.” JV 2010 recognrzes that people have always been “the essence 

of the armed forces” and that “to sustain the armed forces and insull these new operauonal 

concepts will requrre high quahty people--the key rngredrent for success” (10.6,27) Although 
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much of the vision statement hzghlights technological opportumties and mnovauve operational 

concepts, it warns that future doctnne will only be as good as the people who implement it. The 

complexity of the battlefield and accelerated “OODA loops” will requrre an extremely 

sophisttcated operating force. Thus, JV 2010 concludes that “recruitrng and retarmng dedrcated 

high quality people wrll remm our first pnonty” (10:28). 

Other trends also suggest a growing dependence upon top-notch personnel in the future 

Frrst, U.S. military forces seem to be increasrngly involved in Operatrons Other than War 

(OOTW), often rnvolvrng a relatively small force presence m a pohucally sensitrve envrronment. 

Under such condmons, the tact& acuons of an rndrvidual soldrer, &or, or airmen may have 

enormous strategic rmphcations, makrng the case for quaky operators all the more compelhng. In 

the words of a recent House National Security Commrttee report, “the successful conduct of these 

operations places a far hrgher prerruum on well-tramed and motivated personnel than rt does on 

advanced technology” (2 1.27). This reality IS further reinforced by a continually shnnlang force 

structure that wrll by defirutron require the abihty of personnel to operate u-r multiple roles with 

greater versaulity. To help define the specrfic charactensucs of the 21 st century force, the Joint 

Staff recently comrnrssroned a RAND study. RAND’s imtial response suggests that the future 

force may have more emphasis on mental versus physical capabihtres and will probably requrre 

“skrlls and knowledge that are not tred to public educational curriculum” (l&4). Clearly, the 

success of tomorrow’s mrlitary wrll hinge on the ability to reuun and recnut quahty personnel. 

Unfortunately, a number of factors seem to threaten the health of this future AVF 
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Threats to the All-Volunteer Force 

One mgredient that has the potentral to Jeopardize the continued vrability of the AVF is the 

growmg peace tune operational tempo (OPTEMPO) and personnel tempo (PERSTEMPO) that 

has stretched the forced thin over the past five years. OPTEMPO refers to the frequency of umt 

deployments while PERSTEMPO measures the time away from home of the mdlvidual 

servrcemember. Each may have an enormous impact on readiness and morale, and ultrmately 

recrurtmg and retention. More and more observers fear that contmued hrgh OP-PERSTEMPO of 

our force 1s all but mevrtable, especially given our National Mrlrtary Strategy of engagement 

aroun ci the globe The Atlantic Fleet commander, Admrral Reason, can&dly explamed m 

testrmony before the House Natronal Secunty Commrttee that “for a CINC, more is always 

better” and that we will continue to overtask our forces unal there IS “a medium [for the CINCs] 

to exercise fiscal responsibrlity.” He frustraungly and rhetoncally asked the commrttee “rf we are 

now at peace, why are we using these assets at such a lugh rate?” (24 6) One recent GAO study 

even speculated that commanders may be “competmg for deployments” to bolster the value of 

therr units dunng the force drawdown and Quadrennial Defense Review (23: 11). 

Whatever the reason, there IS plenty of anecdotal evrdence that increased OPTE-MPO is 

taking its toll on the force. A House National Security Report released in April 1997 concluded 

that “soldrers, sarlors, aumen, & Mannes are working harder and longer to execute their 

peaceume mtssrons due to an inherent tension between personnel and resource shortages and an 
1 

increased pace of operations” (21.2). Thereport cited numerous morale and readmess unpacts of 

the high tempo including Au Force members losing leave and Army soldrers pickrng up addiaonal 
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duues to cover for deployed or discharged peers (21:7). Although alarmmg, the report contains 

httle macro-level evrdence to support 11% assertrons. 

L 

Fortunately, the services have developed some iudxators to specrfically track the tempo of 

therr forces; however, each is based on drffering PERSTEMPO defimtions and accountmg 

mechamsms. As a result, the Joint Staff has developed an rntegrated scheme for highhghting 

deployment trends wrtlun each service. J-l’s analysis found that the Navy and Manne Corps 

deployment patterns remamed farrly stable over the last five years, with approxrmately 1 l-14% of 

each service’s personnel supportmg deployments greater than 30 days. This is stabrlrty 1s no 

surpnse given the operatrons cycles of naval forces whrch require sea duty away from home for 

SIX months out of each year And Naval commanders generally argue that therr system has httle 

margin to support addltronal comnntments The An Force and the Army, however, have seen 

dramatic increases in PERSTEMPO over the past five years W&in the Army, indrvrduals 

supporting long term deployments (> 30 days) grew from 6% of the force rn 1990, to 10% m 

1996. Au Force deployment rates tripled over the same period, mcreasmg from 2.5% to 7% (1). 

These figures suggest that whrle OPTEMPO and PERSTEMPO may be on the nse, the 

parn 1s felt by a relatrvely small percentage of the force. In fact, the brunt of the deployments have 

been drspropornonately carried by low-density/high-demand (LD/HD) sl& groups which are 

contmually requrred to support various OOTW around the globe. A GAO study found that 

special forces umts, Pamot battalions, rmlitary police, and electronic warfare squadrons were the 

most heavrly tasked with most having “at least one element, such as a company or detachment, 

deployed for over one-half of each year” from 1992-1996, m additron to supportmg normal 

trainmg TDYs (23:6-7). 
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WJule recognizing the reality of upward trends rn PERSTEMPO, service and Joint Staff 

off&& generally claim that this has not translated rnto decreased readiness or retention for the 

force. In testunony before the Military Readmess Subcommittee m April 1996, service 

representatives avoided “crying wolf’ over the tempo issue, despite the invrtatron to do so by the 

subcommittee chairman, Mr Harold Bateman (22). Likewise, in a memo to Secretary of Defense 

Perry on the issue, Gen Shahkashvrh noted that no services had expenenced a drop m retention as 

a result of high OPTEMPO and that “trarrung has not been adversely affected” (19.12) 

Despite these assertions, there IS mcreasrng evidence that high OPTEMPO is unpacung 

morale, that-could translate mto retentron difficultres in the very near future. A 1995 Army survey 

found that 6 1% of enlisted and 47% of officers were unhappy about excessive deployments, wrth 

one-thud of the respondents complaming they were away from home over 3 months out of the 

year. Other Army surveys noted a lo-19% drop in morale indrcators since 1991 (21:17,19). A 

GAO report found that numerous high-deployrng units in the Army and the Au- Force were 

approaching a “saturation point” wrth definite Increases m drsciphnary and family problems and a 

decrease in retention. One-thud of Au Force survey respondents sard excessive deployments 

were causmg financial and marital stress. The GAO study also chronicled the mtense deployment 

history of an Au Force AWACS umt that expenenced back-to-back deployments to Harti, Saudi 

Arabia, and Bosnia, followed by a unit move (23 13). Despite these pockets of PERSTE-MPO 

“overload,” the services have not chosen to mghlight these as readiness deficiencies rn the Jornt 

Monthly Readmess Report (JMMR) provided to the CJCS, even though the JMRR allows the 

services to use thrs as a vehrcle to “report on the readiness unpact of operatrons tempo” and 

hrghlight PERSTE-Ml?0 issues (4,9:D-2). Alternatively, the new Global Mrhtary Force Pohcy 
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(GMFP) system has been used since July 1996 to track 22 LD/HD assets and estabhsh steady 

state and surge deployment hmits for each umt or specrahy type. This report, provided monthly 

to the CJCS, has been somewhat successful m hmitmg the OPTEMPO of personnel associated 

wrth the U-2, RC-135, Rivet Joint, AWACS and other uruts (2). In summary, although increasmg 

OP-PERSTEMPO 1s a reahty, especzally for the Au Force and Army, it’s not clear yet what long- 

term unpact thrs wrlJ have on the All-Volunteer Force. 

Thrs threat IS not lirrnted to the actrve duty force. The All-Volunteer Force is a Total 

Force, composed of both active duty and reserve personnel. Smce 1994, reservists and 

guardsmen have also been called up at an increasrng rate to support various peacekeepmg and 

human$anan operations. Over 4,000 reservists were involuntarily acavated for the Bosrua effort 

(13.215). Sigmfxant increases in OPTEMPO may strain the supportive attrtudes of the famrhes 

and employers of reservrsts, hurtmg retention. One study found that reservists wrth unfavorable 

employer attitudes had srgnrficantIy lower retention rates than those wrth supporuve employers. 

The hnk was even greater for spousal attrtudes, with an 85% average retentron rate for reservrsts 

wrth supportive spouses versus a 42% rate for those with spouses who were frustrated by 

frequent absences from home (14:x). A former Assistant Secretary of Defense for Reserve 

Affairs, Stephen Duncan, is troubled by the increased use of reservists to support operations not 

necessanly of vital mterest to the U S.: 

The involuntary activauon of ciuzen warnors for activities that do not mvolve important 
security interests, that have no urgency, . . . is an iromc perversion of an important 
premise upon wluch the Total Force concept was onginally based (13:219>. 

Duncan fears that overuse of these reservtsts “m peacetune” may ulurnately hurt retenuon and our 

abrhty to attract qualrty recrurts 111 the future. 
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Hrgh OPTEMPO is not the only factor that threatens to reduce retentron and recruiting 

rates. Quahty of life issues, particularly concerns over compensatron, housing, retirement 

benefjts, health care, and promotron opportunmes, could also erode the commitment of the 

enhsted force. Current figures show that military pay lags rnflauon by 4.6% with the gap 

projected to rncrease to 18% by 2001 (6:42). A strong economy, wrth good employment 

opportumues in the pnvate sector, may make a mihtary career appear less lucrative to those in 

and out of the servrce. More of the force IS married (over 60%) than ever before, magnrfymg 

farruly issues l&e comrmssary and exchange programs wl-nch are coming under mcreasmg scrutury 

(12:19). And rarely does a budget season go by wrthout some talk of further erodmg the nuhtary 

retirement system wluch has already undergone significant cuts, especrally for post- 1986 year 

groups The military health care system, wrth its uncertain transmon to the TRICARJZ program, 

has also produced much anxrety for service members. Whrle it’s hard to gauge the precrse effect 

of these quahty of hfe concerns, one can’t help but fear that they may be yet another threat to the 

securrty of the AVF. 

In ad&hon to these factors that may be challenging our abihty to retam a lngh quahty 

force, other trends make recnutmg new personnel even harder than ever. For one, the 

demographic pool 1s shrinkmg. The dechne of the brrth rate in the post-baby boom generations 

has reduced the raw number of ehgible young people for recnuters to target. Not only IS the 

target population smaller, but social trends have made the ehgible pool less attracuve. SAT 

scores have dropped over 60 pornts 111 the last 35 years. Only 75% of 19 year olds have 

graduated from hrgh school, and of those, an estunated 20% are functionally rlhterate One-thud 

of today’s teenagers areJudged overweight and out-of-shape, and 76% admit to cheatrng dunng 
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high school. Some lmk these trends to the overall dechne in the two-parent famtly--on average, 

only 56% of chrldren reach the age of 18 m a 2-biologrcal parent household, compared to 78% 111 

1960. Sttxhes have shown that children from broken homes are 2-3 hmes more likely to drop out 

of hrgh school, abuse drugs, and be arrested (17:36). Whatever the cause, there is clearly less npe 

pickmgs for recruiters to draw on. 

Thrs quahty decline combrnes with the dinurushed preshge of a military career to make the 

recrurter’s Job even more drfticult. The 25-year run of the AVF, albeit very successful, has 

produced “a subculture with which few Amencans are famihar” (17:35). Many clxtldren now 

reach adulthood with no contact or assocratron with a servxe member, making a nnlitary career 

all but but of the question. Recruiters have found access to campuses more and more d&cult, 

reporhng that 40% of high schools refuse to provide names or addresses of semors. Parents of 

potentral recruits are often preJu&ced by negative memories of the Vietnam-era force. “the 

stereotype FXO, the hard-dnnkmg, crgar chomping, beer-gutted NC0 1s what a lot of us 

remember” (17.36). These negahve perCephOnS work to make recrumng pOteIIhtiy the weakest 

hnk m the future of the AVF. 

Curre 4 t Recruiting and Retention Indicators 

So far, this essay has identrfied numerous potenhal threats to recruitment and retention of 

a quality Ah-Volunteer Force. But arguably, they remain Just “threats,” unless accompanied by 

actual declines m recrmtmg and retenhon indicators What do today’s indicators shows Are we 

begmmng to see dechnes in these critical macro indicators? Let’s take a close look at the 

numbers. 
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In recrurhng, the services have contrnued to meet therr goals, although warning signs 

abounkl, particularly for the Army Smce 1992 the percentage or Army recruns wrth high school 

diplomas has dropped 5%, to 90%, with FY97 figures further declining to 88%. Also, the 

number of recnuts teshng 111 the highest mental categones has dropped 5%, to 70%, matchmg the 

results of the late 1980s (3:4) Even the Air Force has had close calls in meetrng its recruiting 

goals, resorting to televisron advemsmg for the first time in years. Furthermore, many basic 

trauung instructors report declming performance of new recruits. For example, 1996 saw a 30% 

farlure rate in physical fitness testmg at Fort Bragg, NC. All of the services are concerned with a 

perceived decline m values of their new recruits, with the Marine Corps initratmg its “crucrble” 

program to inshll absent values, (21:8) and the Arr Force devising a program to encourage us 

members to “return to the core values” of mtegrity, service, and excellence. For the time bemg. 

the serkes may be gettmg the nunimum quahty they need, but we may be seeing a gradual slide 

towards accephng less in the future, especrally consrdermg that surveys measunng the “propensrty 

to enlist” of Amencan teenagers has dropped from 34% in 1989 to 26% today (3:8). 

Unlike the recruihng figures, there is less hard evidence of retention problems rn today’s 

force, at least at the macro level. All services are hokhng steady, although the Au Force and the 

Navy each reported a 3% drop 111 fust-term reenhstment rates from FY95-IT96 (20). 

Interestrngly, the Air Force and Army have not found any srgmficant retention problems wrthin 

high-deploymg umts. In some cases, individuals from deploymg units have even reenlisted at 

hrgher rates than therr non-deployrng counterparts (8:4). But this macro-level data doesn’t 

coincrde with the instincts of senior leadership and numerous anecdotal accounts. In the words of 

the Army’s personnel chief, “My gut tells me at some point in time we wrll see a dip m retenuon. 
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Why it hasn’t happened yet mystifies me” (16:6). Confirming these fears, a recent Army study 

concluded that “25% of semor NCOs and officers mdrcated that they are leaving the service 

earlrer than planned or are undecided due to downsizmg, increased PERSTEMPO, increased 

stress, concerns aboutlob security, and declining satrsfaction with quality of hfe” (2l:lS). 

Addlhonally, cntrcal specialhes lrke prlots are beguuung another cychc round of compehhon with 

the airhne mdustry, leading service offkials to develop new incentives to halt an impendmg 

exodus. For this and other reasons many observers fear that our historically high retention rates 

may be approaching the edge of the cliff. 

Conclusions and Recommendations 

What conclusrons can be drawn from tlus analysrs of the future of the All-Volunteer 

Force? First, it’s clear that a high quality force will be required in the future, perhaps even 

a higher quaIity than we enjoy today. A smaller force will demand more from Its members m a 

future where technological advances will mcrease the potency of the rndrvidual sokher, &or, and 

arrmen., Second, although many factors threaten the viability of the AVF, the force is not 

yet broke. OP-PERSTEMPO IS taking its toll on the force, but the unpact has not clearly 

mamfested itself m retenhon figures. Erosion of quaky-of-life programs and recruiung 

challenges, particularly the shrinkmg pool of quahty candidates, is also threatening the AVF. 

Taken indivrdually, none of these factors seem to be having a srgnificant Impact, but col.lechvely 

they could combine to break the force Third, we are beginning to see the initial warning 

signs of subtle declines in recruiting and retention figures. Mountains of anecdotal evrdence 

suggest that the force IS trred, and that recruiters are finding it harder to attract high-quahty 
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replacements. The damn isn’t broken, but there are cracks around the edges--the experiment of 

the All-Volunteer Force is approaching a crisis point 

But fortunately, the experiment’s outcome is not a fait accomplz. DOD leadership, 

workmg m concert wrth the Congressional oversight committees, can take proachve steps to turn 

around the dechnmg trend lines First, each service must work to more equitably distribute 

PERSTEMPO LD/HD unit workload should be capped, and additional assets must be 

developed to better spread the pain. And the services must stop addmg to the pam--trammg and 

exercrse deployments should be kept at a rnimmum for high-tune deployers, even at the nsk of 

reduced readmess. lIus nsk is preferable to the greater nsk of burning out a force that wrll be 

extremely ticult to replace. Addrtionally, some mechanism must be developed to fiscally 

constrarn peacehme CINC requrrements. COkChVdy, the servrces, as well as the JCS, must 

develop a scheme for “saymg no” to margrnally unportant short-term CNC needs that 

srgnrficantly imparr the long-term readuress of the force. Second, the DOD must work to shore 

up pay and benefits for service members. Research has show that pay levels are the most 

important determmant of recruitmg and retenhon success. Skrmpmg on compensation packages 

may save dollars m the near-term, but could very well cost more in the long-term m trymg to 

replace a detenorated force. Finally, we must beef up recruiting programs to increase the 

services ability to attract prospects in this demanding market. Legrslation should be 

Implemented giving recrurters full-access to lngh schools and Junior colleges. Senior officrals 

from the President on down should use therr offices as a bully pulpit to trumpet the advantages of 

a mihtary career. The concept of service to country needs to be repeatedly espoused by our 

nahona) leadership. 
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These irutiatives won’t be easy or inexpenslve They’ll reque resources that are 

becoming harder and harder to come by given the mounting pressures to balance the budget. But 

the akmative is even more costly. If we allow the All-Volunteer Force expenment to fail, it will 

take countless years and much national treasure to reconstitute the force--not an acceptable 

prospect in an uncertain future international security environment. 
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